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“A Quarter, A Pen, & A Handkerchief”


This week’s Torah portion, as well as the portions for the next eight weeks (through the conclusion of the Book of Genesis) include many key stories of the early history of Judaism.  One shared theme in all of the stories is our ancestors’ encounters with the Divine Presence.   


We might imagine that experiencing God’s presence would be a monumental moment and well it might be.  Moses on Mt. Sinai must have been one of those moments.  Abraham receiving God’s instruction to offer his son as a sacrifice, a story in this week’s Torah portion, was also one of those remarkable, life-changing moments.  


My experience of the Divine, however, usually happens in much smaller, quieter, but no less significant ways.  In my pocket I almost always have at least the following three items:  a quarter, a pen and a handkerchief.  Ordinary, nondescript, pedestrian items of little intrinsic value.  But I have discovered that each one provides me with opportunities to follow God’s commandments and to experience personally the Divine Presence in my life. 


A quarter doesn’t have much value today.  It doesn’t come close to covering the cost of a cup of Starbucks coffee. It might be good for thirty, if you’re really lucky, sixty minutes in a parking meter.  But a quarter can also be given as tzedakah to someone in need.  My quarter, together with other quarters, can help feed a hungry person, or provide medicine or do one of any number of things that bring tzedek, justice, righteousness and equity into our world.  My quarter isn’t just a quarter—it’s tzedakah waiting to happen.


The pen in my pocket is usually nothing special.  It’s normally a Pilot brand, rolling ball fine point.  In the world of pens, it doesn’t even rate on the hierarchy of fine pens.  And usually I use it to write quite ordinary things—a shopping list, a phone number, an appointment time.  But sometimes I use my pen to write a letter of condolence.  Sometimes I write a note on a card to someone who is ill or recovering from surgery.  Sometimes I use my pen to write a love letter.  My simple pen is the instrument by which I fulfill many mitzvot.  I can make the world a little brighter, a little better for another person by using my pen.  My pen isn’t just a pen—it’s a mitzvah waiting to happen.

Every morning I put a clean, fresh handkerchief in my pocket.  A thin piece of 100% cotton, folded neatly.  A handkerchief, to be honest, is not the most lofty thing to think about.  I might use it to wipe my brow on a hot day.  I might blow my nose into my handkerchief.  Bodily functions that are not uplifting.  But sometimes, when my handkerchief is still fresh and clean, I use it to wipe the tears of a mourner or to dry the eyes of a child who is crying because of a skinned knee.  My handkerchief is usually nothing more than a utilitarian piece of cloth, but it can also bring comfort and express sympathy to someone who is suffering or in anguish.  My handkerchief isn’t just a handkerchief—it’s comfort and solace waiting to happen.

My quarter, my pen and my handkerchief, all ordinary items, are really conduits for my encounter with the Divine Presence in otherwise mundane, forgettable moments.  They are all opportunities to experience God.  If I am open, if I am ready—it is waiting to happen.

What’s in your pocket? 
 

Shabbat Shalom, 

 

Rabbi Eddie Sukol

